US -VISIT Draft Programmatlc Environmental Assessment
on Potential Changes‘to Immlgratlon and
Border Management Prmfesses

: ﬂl
[ o i i
el ll“g:r




US-VISIT Draft PEA

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The New Reality

On September 11, 2001, nineteen terrorists, many in the United
States illegally, plotted and executed atrocities against the United
States. This tragedy altered the direction of the U.S. immigration
and border management process.

Shortly after the events of September 11, 2001, a Commission
was formed to investigate how such a tragic event could have
occurred. The Commission g

was an independent, bi- N 2
partisan, 10-member group
established by the U.S.
Congress and President
George W. Bush. Among
other things, the 9/11
Commission found “...two systemic weaknesses came together in
our border system’s inability to contribute to an effective defense
against the 9/11 attacks: a lack of well-developed counterterror-
ism measures as part of border security and an immigration system
not able to deliver on its basic commitments, much less support
counterterrorism” (9/11 Commission, 2004, p384).

The Problem

The complexity of the immigration and border management pro-
cess has increased due to the need to share information among
many different agencies. The border encompasses a large geo-
graphic area of 7,514 miles of border and 95,000 miles of shore-
line. Currently there are 795 land ports, airports, seaports, pre-
clearance stations in Canada and the Caribbean, Customs and
Border Protection (CBP) Regional Offices, CBP Field Operations
Offices, Detention and Removal Service Processing Centers
(SPCs), USCIS (Citizenship and Immigration Services) District

and Sub-Offices, USCIS Service Centers, USCIS Application
Support Centers (ASCs), Immigration Customs Enforcement
Special Agent In Charge (ICE-SAC) Offices, and Diplomatic and
Consular Posts throughout the world which are all used to process
and control the flow of people coming to, staying in, and leaving
the United States. (See Figures 1-3.) These agencies and loca-
tions all play key roles in the immigration and border management
community.

The ability to appropriately access and share real-time, transac-
tion-level data in a secure
fashion represents an
increasing national secu-
4 rity need throughout the
'\, immigration and border
=~ management community.
=2 Overlaying the evolution
of this complex physwal network are rapid technological changes
(such as increased computer capacity and integration capabili-
ties, remote sensing, biometric scanning, the internet and wire-
less networking). In this changing technological environment,
the agencies responsible for securing our borders have relied on
non-integrated mainframe-computer networks and databases,
and paper-based processes for making decisions. Many of these
agency-specific, mission-critical systems are aging and do not eas-
ily accommodate electronic transfer of information. Even today,
when there is an emphasis on information sharing, this remains a
difficult endeavor.

Addressing the Problem

Following September 11, 2001, a number of legislative, regula-
tory and policy initiatives were instituted to address security
issues, including the formation of the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS). Although many laws and regulations requir-
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ing improvements to immigration processes predated September
11, the attacks brought renewed focus to the importance of these
initiatives. DHS was formed to provide a unifying core for the
vast national network of organizations and institutions involved
in efforts to secure the nation. Under DHS, the United States
Visitor and Immigrant Status Indicator Technology (US-VISIT)
Program was established to develop entry and exit processes and
integrate immigration data and processes with other DHS agen-
cies including CBP, ICE, USCIS and the Transportation Security
Administration (TSA). US-VISIT also works in partnership with
the Department of State (DOS), the Department of Justice (DOJ)
and the Department of Transportation (DOT). The goals of US-
VISIT are to enhance the security of our citizens and visitors;
facilitate legitimate travel and trade; ensure the integrity of our
immigration system; and protect the privacy of our visitors.

The Proposed Action

Through a multi-agency coordinated effort, US-VISIT is consid-
ering implementing potential changes to immigration and border
management processes. Changes call for a program to establish:

* A system for capturing the unique identity of travelers (estab-
lishing a biometrically-based unique identity once for an
individual at the earliest interaction, such as fingerprints at
visa issuance posts).

* A system of data quality and standardization (such as devel-
oping data standards, requirements for metadata, system for
data archiving).

* An integrated computer network that will provide the right
information to the right users in the right context (data inte-
gration across agencies, such as displaying the necessary

information to the decision-maker at subsequent interactions
and associating information captured during a subsequent
interaction to the individual’s established unique identity).

* A system for recording and associating entry, exit and status
events (such as enhanced processing and relational database
development and management which would enhance search
algorithms to improve the ability to match information to an
individual).

This approach would rely heavily on technology solutions sup-
ported by physical infrastructure changes (such as construction
of remote sensors/readers, installation of data transmission cables
and/or towers, and infrastructure necessary to support the equip-
ment).

Considering the Environment

Under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), decision-
makers are required to be aware of the environmental consequenc-
es of their decisions before they act. US-VISIT has prepared this
Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) to consider
the environmental effects of these proposed changes as well as
reasonable alternatives. US-VISIT took a programmatic approach
to the analysis because no matter where implemented, the pro-
posed actions have common timing, common impacts, common
alternatives, common methods of implementation and common
subject matter. This programmatic analysis will inform policy and
strategy development for modifying plans or systems in order to
minimize potential environmental impacts. This approach allows
decision-makers to prepare tiered analyses to discuss the particular
resources and potential impacts at site-specific locations, or for
specific initiatives and the appropriate mitigation, monitoring and
adaptive management techniques before moving forward with spe-
cific proposals on the ground.
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Considering the Alternatives

For the purposes of this analysis, the proposed action by US-
VISIT will be referred to as the Hybrid Alternative. The term
Hybrid captures a blend of technological and physical resource
solutions that would be used to meet the purpose and need.
Against this proposed Hybrid Alternative, three other alternative
approaches were considered in this Draft PEA. These alternatives
were as follows:

1) No-Action Alternative: This alternative calls for current
processes for assessing individuals and planned improve-
ments and/or increases to facilities, infrastructure, technology
and staff to continue at the current rate without significant
change. Entry, exit and status processes would continue as
they are today with little, or virtually no infrastructure in
place for exit processing. Existing challenges and gaps in
information management processes would remain.

2) Physical Border Alternative: This alternative calls for
expansion of existing ports of entry to meet demand for
increased data collection to support the required interaction
with a government official at every encounter. This alterna-
tive would introduce exit processes that mirror current entry
processes as well as the physical infrastructure. This alterna-
tive also calls for constructing or reconstructing immigration
and border management facilities, expanding lanes and roads
at entry and exit points, and adding additional processes and
personnel to meet the purpose and need described above.
Insufficient space for expansion presents a significant chal-
lenge at some of the busiest land border ports of entry.

3) Virtual Border Alternative: This alternative seeks to move
processes abroad to pre-position information for border deci-
sion-makers and use information technology and automated
processes such as remote readers and smart chips to increase
data acquisition at subsequent points of interaction. This is a
technology focused alternative which would rely on decen-
tralized acquisition of data (mostly abroad) and integrated
databases so that decision-makers can access all appropriate
information without collecting it at that point.

These actions, taken under the various alternatives, would occur
within virtually every ecosystem in the United States. Within
these ecosystems are rare, threatened and endangered species;
non-attainment air quality areas; sensitive cultural and American
Indian resources, and economies dependent on cross border trade.
Of all the immigration and border management facilities, land
ports of entry are the places where changes in processes and infra-
structure are more likely to affect the environment and are there-
fore the focus of this analysis.

Summary of Findings

This Draft PEA is a qualitative analysis of the potential impacts to
the natural environment. US-VISIT determined potential environ-
mental impacts through the use of rank order data and expert judg-
ment and through application of previous analyses and documen-
tation. Findings are expressed categorically and alternatives are
ranked in order of their potential to impact the environment (least
to greatest environmental impact).
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The top two alternatives in order of environmental preference
are the Virtual Border Alternative and the Hybrid Alternative.
While neither alternative would produce significant environmen-
tal effects, the Virtual Border Alternative ranks higher because

it is assumed that information technology approaches, especially
involving wireless trans-
mission of data, in-motion
recording of vehicles and
individuals, and decentral-
ized data collection and
analyzing, could minimize

Rank Order Findings
Least to Greatest
Environmental
Impacts by Alternative:

impacts to wait times; some * Virtual Border
data collection would be + Hybrid
pushed out to, and coor- « No Action

dinated with, other coun-
tries and therefore reduce
impacts on the environment
at the border (e.g. the shorter the wait time, the less air pollu-

tion from idling vehicles, and the faster goods move through the
border). The Hybrid Alternative ranks somewhat lower because
more processing would be required at the land ports of entry. The
Hybrid Alternative would have a medium level of impact on air
quality, biological resources, energy, socioeconomics and water
resources.

* Physical Border

Although the Virtual Border Alternative ranks slightly higher than
the Hybrid Alternative in terms of environmental preference, nei-
ther alternative has significant impacts; the Hybrid Alternative

is the proposed action because it ranks higher with respect to the
other screening criteria considered by US-VISIT. In particular, the
Hybrid Alternative is considered to be preferable from an opera-
tional standpoint because the costs for the development of this
alternative are potentially the lowest, while being the most feasible
for development. In particular, this alternative utilizes the skills

of trained government employees in the immigration and border
management community, whose decisions can not be automated
or outsourced while maintaining the highest data integrity and
likelihood of protecting the privacy of individuals, thereby reduc-
ing fraud. Where possible, these government employees would be
augmented with technology as a force multiplier to expedite travel
and trade.

A summary of potential environmental impacts by resource area
and alternative is included in Table 1-Summary of Potential
Environmental Impacts by Alternative.
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Table ES1-Summary of Potential Environmental Impacts by Alternative

ALTERNATIVE
RESOURCE Virtual Hybrid No Action Physical
Air
Biological
Energy

Cultural, Historic and
Tribal

Land Use
Noise

Socioeconomics/Envi-
ronmental Justice

Waste
Water

Notes:
1-Green: Low, in the context of this programmatic environmental assessment, means small to no effect on the ability of the environment to absorb the change in

activity, activity level or processes.

2-Yellow: Medium levels of impact mean there is some modest effect on the ability of the environment to absorb the associated change in activity, activity level or
processes. However, medium impacts do not create effects that exceed regulatory thresholds.

3-Red: High levels of impact represent a high probability of regulatory non-compliance or a high probability of impacting natural systems beyond their ability to ab-
sorb the change (without mitigation). High impacts are not necessarily significant impacts. Significant impacts are high impacts that cannot be mitigated (below the
threshold of non-compliance) or high impacts that cannot be reduced (through mitigation).
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In order of potential environmental effects, the Physical Border
Alternative has the greatest potential for direct environmental
impacts. This is due to an increase in traditional construction
activity, an increase in impervious surfaces, and the addition of
exit stations and associated vehicle wait times which would likely
result from implementing this resource-heavy alternative. The
No-Action Alternative has the second greatest potential impact in
the rank ordering, with impacts associated primarily with air and
noise, and the trans-boundary dispersion of those air and noise
emissions. These impacts are related to increased wait times asso-
ciated with limited facilities from limited data or technology avail-
able to inspectors that could translate to longer inspection times.
Socioeconomic effects are high in both these alternatives due pri-
marily to the effects on trade, commerce and tourism.

Monitoring

Although none of the alternatives are expected to result in sig-
nificant impacts, due to the nature of this impact analysis, there
are reasons to monitor the operations of the program at the land
ports of entry. Impact analysis is sensitive to: 1) the complexity
or unique nature of a specific environment; 2) the frequency of
growth of trade or commerce; 3) changing demographics; and

4) changing operations. US-VISIT will develop a toolbox that
will serve as a resource for decision-makers throughout DHS and
the immigration and border management community for ideas and
requirements on minimizing environmental impacts.

Conclusion

When implementing any actions, the following should be con-
sidered: To the extent that data collection and data management
are diffused to consular offices, domestic ASCs, other locations
and foreign government facilities instead of focused on ports of
entry, impacts would be avoided or minimized. Thus, unless
extraordinary circumstances exist, implementation of the proposed

actions in these locations would not need further analysis. To the
extent that wireless transmission of data is used (over installation
of underground cable/fiber optics) impacts would be minimized.
To the extent that processes and organizational arrangements are
refined instead of building physical infrastructure, impacts would
be minimized. To the extent that system processes and organi-
zational changes are made incrementally and after pilot testing,
impacts would be minimized. In general, geographically diffused
systems relying on highly technical solutions, implemented with
appropriate processes and training, would likely produce the least
environmental effects. Also, processes are more important than
particular brands of electronic equipment. Consequently, deci-
sions about purchasing electronic equipment for implementation of
the proposed action needs no further consideration under NEPA.

This Draft PEA determined that no significant impacts would
result, at a programmatic level, related to implementing the pro-
posed action (Hybrid Alternative) or Virtual Alternative. Through
tiered analyses, decision-makers may identify impacts at specific
locations or for specific initiatives, and develop mitigation, as
appropriate, to use to minimize those potential environmental
effects.
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Figure 1: Map- ASCs Nationwide
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Figure 2: Map- The United States Land Ports Of Entry
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